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THE ART AMATEUR 



deep. It is edged on three sides with a cord matching 
the blue and garnet. At both upper corners and on 
the upper centre there are loops by which it can be 
fastened to round porcelain knobs screwed to the win- 
dow frame. The silk brocade and velvet for the cur- 
tain may be ordered from any dealer in fine upholstery 
goods ; if less costly material is desired, woollen da- 
mask, or even heavily-lined cretonne may be substi- 
tuted. The other materials mentioned above may be 
had of Selig, or Bentley Brothers, in New York, or of 
R. H. Stearns & Co., in Boston. Of course the colors 
may be changed at pleasure, to harmonize with the 
furniture of the room. 



GOOD TASTE IN HOUSE DECORATION. 



" We all love a warm room, a cheery fire, a comforta- 
ble arm-chair, cleanliness and brightness. These are 
the grosser parts of household comfort which all can 
enjoy. But many of us, " says an entertaining writer in 
Good Words, *' attempt also to surround ourselves with 
things not purely utilitarian. We ornament our walls 
with paper and paint, our doors with mouldings, our 
ceilings and cornices with plaster-work, our floors 
with carpets, our fireplaces with marbles, our chairs 
with chintzes. And Ihe consequence of all this is, that 
we often spend a good deal of money in making our- ' 
selves less comfortable than we should have been if we 
had spent very little. The motive of this outlay is not 
unfrequently a desire to obtain cheap magnificence, to 
imitate with little what richer neighbors have bought 
with their plenty. And we certainly succeed in imitat- ' 
ing their gaudiness. Only we forget one of the essen- 
tial principles of all good art. that if a thing is conspicu- 
ous it should be able to bear close examination. How 
much better it would be if, instead of trying to produce 
cheap imitations of things which properly belong only 
to grand reception-rooms and stately galleries, we could 
contrive a style of decoration which . should be in keep- 
ing with the houses in which we live and with our man- 
ner of life. 

The love of show for its own sake is vulgar. The 
desire to create a sensation becomes at times such a 
passion that it is blinding to all discrimination between 
beauty and ugliness- To show a beautiful thing because 
it is beautiful is not vulgar ; but to show any thing, 
whether. beautiful or ugly, for the sake of show — that is 
vulgar. There are few men or women who would not 
consider that cheap gaudiness in dress, with all its ac- 
companiments of false jewelry, and what is called ' loud- 
ness,' was to the last degree vulgar. But the strange 
thing is, that the very men and women, who- are really 
in many ways cultured and refined, do not see 'that 
they commit the same faults in the decoration of their 
drawing-rooms that they blame with severity in the 
dressing of their servants. 

It would be impossible, within the present limits, to 
discuss, on the one hand, all the vulgarities of ordinary 
furnishing, or to describe, on the other hand, all 'the 
desirable refinements in it ; but a few instances we 
may deal with. We will suppose that we are in an' or- 
dinary drawing-room in a moderately-sized house. The 
first object that strikes us as we enter, perhaps, is a 
gigantic looking-glass, about four feet wide and six feet 
high, placed over the mantelpiece. It is surrounded 
with a rather elaborate and coarse gilt moulding. Such 
a mirror is often the first thing thought of to decorate 
the walls and to prevent the room from looking bare. 
If we ask why a large mirror over the chimney-piece 
(or any where else) is thought desirable, we probably 
hear that 'it gives size to the room,' or that 'it 
brightens it up.' When we are told that it gives 
size to the room, we are presumably to understand 
that it makes us believe there is a second room over 
the chimney-piece just like the first. Of course we 
are never thus taken in by ordinarily arranged mir- 
rors ; and if we were, it would be very unpleas- 
ant. So that the first reason given in defence of 
them falls to the ground. With respect to the second 
excuse for their existence, we must observe that they 
undoubtedly do to a certain extent reflect, and therefore 
do increase the amount of light in the room ; but they 
diminish the amount of light that there appears to be 
by reflecting the darker parts of the room only to the 
spectator owing to their positions. And it is the 
amount of light that there appears "to be, not the 
amount of light that there is, in a room that is impor- 



tant. So much for the supposed advantages and beau- 
ties of mirrors. Now let us consider the objections to 
them. We have seen that gloominess is one. Another 
is the appearance of smallness in rooms which they in- 
variably produce. It is almost always possible to in- 
crease the apparent size of a small room in a legitimate 
way by avoiding large objects. A large statue or a 
large picture makes a small room look smaller still, 
not so much by filling it up as by destroying its scale. 
The eye naturally compares one thing with another, and 
measures one thing by another. As a rule a big pat- 
tern on a wall paper, a large door, a large sheet of plate- 
glass in a window, all tend to make a room look smal- 
ler. Thus the vulgarity of cheap magnificence defeats 
its own object, and the effort to avoid supposed mean- 
. ness succeeds only in making evident the very thing it 
is most anxious to hide. Another serious objection 
that may be made to large mirrors as usually placed is 
the unpleasant way in which we catch sight of ourselves 
reflected in them. This, of course, is a pure matter of - 
taste ; but I believe that most people share this dislike 
of having their own personality suddenly brought under 
their notice. The effect of these mirrors in promoting 
self-consciousness in children is also much to be depre- 
cated. 

The use of gilding requires very great care. Gold 
leaf in the hands of an artist may be employed with 
wonderful effect. It may be made to give lightness or 
heaviness, brightness or shadow. % may be made' to 
harmonize a system of coloring that would be crude with- 
out it, and.it may produce a marvellous richness ; but 
exactly in proportion as it may be used to adorn,' 
in that proportion it may be used to destroy beauty, 
and to draw attention to ugliness. And it must 
be admitted that the way in which gilding is generally 
used displays an extraordinary ignorance of its artistic 
properties. In the first place it makes the objects it 
covers more conspicuous. There are some things 
(some carvings, for instance) which are very good, 
both in design and workmanship, but which require 
some of their parts to be emphasized and made to stand 
out against other parts. In these cases we may gild either 
of the parts and so produce the desired contrast. As a 
rule, it will be found best to gild those intended to catch 
the light. It will be found in almost all cases that the 
use of gold should in decoration be reserved for the ac- 
centuation of form. This is of course only a general 
rule, arid is liable to many exceptions under peculiar 
circumstances. But how is gold generally used ? Let 
us look round the room and see. It is to be seen on 
the frames of the mirrors above mentioned. The cor- 
nices above the valances of thecurtains look as if they . 
had been dipped into it, the pattern of the wall paper 
is drawn out with it, and the mouldings ofi the doors 
are covered with it. These carvings and mouldings, 
let us suppose, are of good design and carefully 
wrought. Consider those of the panels of the doors. 
The beauty of good plain moulding consists in the 
contrast of light and shade that exists between its mem- 
bers, and of the relative proportions of those members. 
On mouldings of this kind gilding might be employed 
with great effect, not by covering rover the whole,, but 
by so carefully choosing those members that the .con- 
trasts of light and shade between them shall be' in- 
creased, and the proportions of them maintained or im- 
proved. The same rules will apply to all mouldings 
and carvings whatsoever that have to be gilt. As a 
matter of fact, however, in most houses the mouldings 
are very far from being either well designed or carefully 
executed. They are, on the contrary, poor in form and 
lumpy and coarse in workmanship. In such cases gild- 
ing usually merely serves to attract attention to what 
should be carefully left as subdued as possible. 

But, indeed, as we look round, we see that discord 
prevails. What can be more harsh than the white 
marble chimney-piece surrounding the cold steel grate ? 
If we chose to give a large sum of money for a marble 
chimney-piece we could procure one which, with the 
help of delicate sculpture, might have been made beau- 
tiful ; but this is no reason why we should spend on 
bare polished marble much more than would be neces- 
sary to carry out a beautiful design in wood. But not 
■ content with putting up white marble, we double the 
effect of its coldness by contrasting it with black 
iron or steel. There is really no excuse for this. 
Steel requires much cleaning to keep off rust. A 
certain amount of iron, of course, there must be, as 
it is required to stand the heat ; but the heavy mould- 
ings and flat surfaces, which seem made on purpose to 



give work, are quite unnecessary. Grates can be easily 
procured calculated to give a large amount of heat for 
the fuel consumed, with a very small edge of iron round 
a square opening in front, delicately moulded. If this 
be surrounded above and on each side with tiles about 
six or eight inches square, of good color and.design, 
and the whole be inclosed with a good bold moulding 
of painted deal or oak, the result is most effective, and 
the cost is slight. One or more shelves may be erected 
above on brackets or otherwise. All the beauty will 
depend on the proper choice of tiles, grate, and mould- 
ings. In this arrangement, if the hearth be covered 
with tiles as well as the sides, the only thing that re- 
quires any labor to clean is the grate itself, and this 
should be made as little conspicuous as possible. Any 
amount of play of design may be given to the wooden 
surroundings. They may be ornamented with pilasters 
or brackets or shelves or panels, carried up to the ceil- 
ing or left three or four feet high ; and all this may be 
done more, effectively, as well as more cheaply, in wood 
than in marble.'-' 



OLD FURNII'URE IN WASHINGTON. 



Washington, January 10, 1880. 

The amount of second-hand furniture bought and 
sold -in Washington is extraordinary. It is greatly ow- 
ing to the floating population that the auctions have 
come to be a permanent feature of the streets of the 
National capital. The mania for the antique draws into 
the second-hand stores the boundless household re- 
sources of all this old Maryland and Virginia country. 
New England has been swept and dusted for the last ten 
years, until I should fancy there are no new antiques 
left, but in Washington the demand is more recent and 
the supply larger. 'Old homesteads have been broken 
up by the fortune of war and subsequent misfortune, 
and the flotsam and jetsam floats up to the m reckers. 
The second-hand stores are full of sideboards and mir- 
rors and stately chairs that have seen better days. 
One day some months ago I stopped" to look in 
Thompson's window on, the' avenue at a brass. fender, 
a perfect Grand Patriarch of a fender. And then I 
caught sight of a carved bed-post, in the old English 
carving of a hundred years ago, solid mahogany, 
good as gold and warm as wine. And then, having 
got the entree to this old curiosity shop, I was taken 
through all the debris, away back to the room where 
the "renovating" is done, and dull and dingy furni- 
ture "suffers a sea-change" into something as much 
better than new as is old wine than new. It has the 
warm rich tone that is without m6ney and without 
price, and which only age can bring. Mr. Thomp- 
son has fitted up a number of rooms in old mahogany 
for Washington' people of wealth and taste. 

At the great" sale at the Gales mansion a while ago, 
bric-a-brac of all sorts was set adrift. Most of it was 
bought on the spot by private individuals, though some 
fell into the hands of the dealers. I saw in a store 
afterward a quaint old mirror which came from there. 
It was about thirty by twenty inches, and made with 
leaves hinged on and folding over in Japanese fashion, 
and mounted with strong' brass rings for hanging — a 
mirror made to-travel round the world without break- 
ing — and it was only $2. 50 ! Down oif the eastern 
shore, a friend who lives there tells me, there go for 
a song at country sales andirons that for beauty of 
workmanship would command a high price in decora- 
tive art rooms. I remember an artist who once told 
me of andirons he had seen in the interior provinces of 
France that were poems in iron- My friend declares 
that at a breaking-up sale down near Norfolk the other 
day she bought a pair of sonnets in brass. 

Calista Halsey. 



The art of covering wood with lacquer has remained 
a prerogative of the Chinese and Japanese nations. 
The brilliant red Chinese lacquer ailed " Sou-chow, " 
which is made from sulphuret of mercury, was known 
to the ancient Romans, and Pliny, with his usual im- 
agination, describes it as being composed of a mixture 
of the blood of the dragon and that of the elephant. 
Japanese books of a couple of centuries before Christ 
speak of lacquered furniture. Though in our furnace- 
heated houses it is not very durable, in Japan it is con- 
sidered indestructible, and heirlooms six or seven 
hundred years old are shown. They are always 



